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Holding it together

The year 1954 threw a spanner in our family’s works. First, it was a record 
dry season in winter that continued into spring and summer. Undeterred, 
John kept 1,200 ewes in good condition in one paddock of 150 acres 
that had virtually no feed on it. He hand-fed them with wheaten and 
oaten hay he had grown, mowed and baled into stacks instead of 
harvested for the grain. His heavy capital outlay on machinery proved 
their worth by allowing him to cultivate crops with very little labour. 
Next, our production of milk for sale was obstructed. One of our income 
streams came from John’s distribution of milk around the university and 
public servants’ offices in Canberra. He skimmed cream from the milk 
and sold that too. This lucrative farming sideline ran into trouble when 
more highly regulated sterilisation requirements were introduced. John 
instigated a ‘dry farming pilot experiment’, the results of which indicated 
that the method potentially increased milk production in the ACT. For 
the short time that he was permitted to distribute milk in Canberra, 
it sold at a profitable 5 shillings a gallon. In his opinion, ‘with new 
techniques, pasture knowledge, and mechanical equipment these areas 
in Canberra would produce economically adequate supplies of milk for 
Canberra consumers,’ he told an inquiry in November 1955. However, 
the Health Department declared that the general environment of a sheep 
farm on which milk was being produced was unsuitable. John thought 
it unfortunate, ‘because, the technique was one by which the milk was 
taken from the cow direct into the container which ultimately arrived at 
the home of the consumer’.1

1  Canberra Times, 26 November 1955, 2.
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In March 1954, when John was well into completing his work, 
The  Alternative, John Foster Dulles, US secretary of state, threatened 
China with atomic weapons. With a looming threat of war, John worked 
hard to finish writing his book for publication that year. He envisaged 
it would provide a blueprint to the foreign policy path Australia should 
follow as an alternative to blindly following the USA’s power politics 
stance. On 3 April 1954, just as Queen Elizabeth II’s momentous tour of 
Australia and the celebratory hype surrounding it came to a close, Russian 
diplomat Vladimir Petrov sought political asylum. The contrasting events 
were both ‘interesting and consequential’ in the nation’s capital, Nicholas 
Brown noted in his history of Canberra. ‘But such ornate fragments 
of politics and culture hung awkwardly off Canberra’s spare frame.’2 
The Royal visit might have enhanced the prospect of the conservative 
Liberal Party winning the upcoming May federal election, but the Petrov 
defection would make it a certainty.

By May 1954, happenings within and around Cecily became too much. 
She came close to having a mental breakdown and had to get away. John, 
probably bewildered by his changing relationship with a more assertive 
Cecily than he was used to and distracted by domestic political events that 
followed the Petrov defection, had to cope with massive family disruption. 
He was up to his ears in farming, political controversy and trying to finish 
his book. Yet we had to be cared for. With the help of friends to care for 
us, Cecily retreated to the Brindabella mountains for a week’s time-out. 
She arranged to stay at the historic Franklin’s farm. There Cecily could 
rest, walk, enjoy the natural bush surrounds and listen to the birds and 
bubbling stream.

On Mother’s Day, Sunday 9 May 1954, the day before Meredith’s 13th 
birthday, John drove Cecily and the three of us children to Brindabella. 
It was a pretty drive on dirt roads that crossed mountain streams and 
wound through a bush full of wildlife, but no one in the car was happy, 
knowing we were to drive home without Cecily. I had found some chunks 
of coloured glass from old broken bottles and jars around our farmhouse 
and had strung them together with green string and presented Cecily with 
a necklace for Mother’s Day. She wore it graciously. However, when we 
stopped on a bridge to look out over the Murrumbidgee River, another 
car approached and my mum put her hand up and over the necklace, 

2  Nicholas Brown, A History of Canberra (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 143.
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presumably embarrassed that people might think her decoration strange 
– which, of course, it was. When we arrived at the Franklin’s farm, I recall 
that we were greeted by an elderly man with a limp who took Cecily by 
the arm. We left soon after, without Cecily. I cried all the way down the 
mountain with no mother to console me. Eleven-year-old Clare, tried to 
help her seven-year-old sister by reasoning that I should just pretend our 
mum was dead and was not there anymore. I cried all the more. John, 
driving, had no idea what to say or do and it was impossible to know what 
he was thinking or feeling either. Meredith was delivered to the Collings 
family in Forrest, the home of her school-friend Penny where she had 
stayed before. Somewhat traumatised, I was left with family friends in 
Turner whose children were kind and tried to engage me in the games 
they were playing in the garden with neighbourhood children. Clare 
stayed at the farm with John, entrusted to assist him with meals.

John’s friend Parker, although he lived with his family and worked in 
New Zealand, was temporarily in Canberra working at the university. 
In letters, John had earlier suggested Parker should visit the farm when he 
was next in Canberra. Cecily had repeated the invitation before she went 
away when, on Saturday night 24 April, she and John ran into Parker 
during interval at a Canberra theatre. When Parker followed up and made 
contact, John invited him to dinner and also to accompany us on our 
drive to Brindabella to collect Cecily. Was John simply being practical 
when he suggested to Parker that he might enjoy the drive? Perhaps he 
welcomed company, to shield him from having to greet and engage with 
Cecily without any idea of how she was feeling or why she needed to go 
away at all. It is revealing to have Parker’s perspective of Cecily at the time. 
After seeing her at the theatre that April night, he wrote a letter to his 
wife, Nancy, at home in New Zealand. He was honest about his attraction 
to Cecily. He told Nancy that when Cecily greeted him, she was ‘looking 
extremely elegant, fit and pretty’, and he wrote:

How nice she is! I’ve always liked her and felt attracted by her, and 
I felt on this occasion that I had been right. She spoke very kindly 
to me, and insisted that I should (after this holiday week-end) 
go out to the farm any Sunday or every Sunday, and promised 
to arrange for transport for me to there (though I could go easily 
enough on the bike).3

3  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 23, file 114, letter 25 April 1954.
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So, on 16 May, John, Clare, I and Parker drove to Brindabella to collect 
Cecily. It was, from Robert’s account, a pleasant day. Cecily introduced 
us all to the Franklin family, the last of the Franklins, after whom Mount 
Franklin was originally named. Miles Franklin, the famous novelist, wrote 
about the country in some of her books. We had a picnic lunch and, 
according to Parker’s description in a letter he wrote that night to Nancy, 
we picnicked ‘in brilliant sunshine, but in a cool Wellingtonian air at the 
height of 2,200 feet, by the noisy little Goodradigbee River, which is just 
a mountain stream with rapids and little waterfalls here …’.4 Meredith 
and I were amused to read, decades later, Parker’s description of us to 
Nancy; we were, apparently, ‘nice, natural, lively kids, healthy and bright 
but not unduly handsome’. On our return to Weetangera, Meredith had 
afternoon tea prepared to welcome Cecily home.

Cecily might have felt more rested on her homecoming had her return 
not coincided with the opening the next day of the Royal Commission 
into Espionage that Prime Minister Menzies had announced as a response 
to the Petrov defection. The long-running Petrov inquiry hearings caused 
anxiety, hurt and pain to the whole of our family. Parker, working in 
Canberra, wrote to his wife Nancy, telling her of the crowds of people 
who were nosing about the Russian Embassy ‘to no great purpose’.5 Some 
even came to Canberra from elsewhere to stickybeak, he reported, while 
locals, including he, were ‘a bit blasé’ about the sensational spy talk. It was 
a stressful time, not only for John, and Cecily on his behalf, but for Cecily 
personally. ASIO showed peculiar interest in her sister Pam Beasley, who 
was married to Harold John (known as Jack) Beasley, a communist. Pam, 
too, had been a party member and was a communist sympathiser. Walter 
Clayton, a person of interest to ASIO, had visited her casually some three 
to four years earlier and that was sufficient for ASIO to interview Pam 
about her husband’s and her political views. She was called to give evidence 
before the commission on 5 November 1954, because she was ‘the sister 
of the wife of B’. John was asked about his sister-in-law when he later gave 
evidence. Chief counsel assisting the commission, W. J. Windeyer QC, 
explained to him in private that this was done because he did not wish 
to call Pam. Yet, two days later she was called, having only a few hours’ 
notice, and she, too, was asked about Clayton, presumably in an attempt 
to suggest that John might have known him through Pam, his sister-in-
law. John and Cecily were angry at the attempt to smear Pam’s reputation.

4  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 23, file 114, letter 16 May 1954.
5  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200, box 23 file, 114, letter 25 April 1954.
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Unbeknown then to Cecily, ASIO had been collecting information about 
Pam and Cecily and their family without checking its accuracy. A phone 
call to either of them would have clarified what they wanted to know. 
Instead, their ‘agents’ made wild and wrong guesses about simple facts like 
blood and marriage relationships. An ASIO field officer’s report on Pam, 
dated 16 July 1952, linked Jack Beasley by his marriage to Pam to John 
Burton by his marriage to Cecily. While recording Pam’s father as Robert 
Nixon, her mother was ‘Name unknown’ and ‘believed to be living apart 
from her husband’, despite the fact that it was on the public record that 
she had died in 1938. It also recorded Wilga Nixon, the wife of Cecily’s 
brother Peter Nixon, as Peter and Cecily’s sister; at face value, this would 
render Peter and his wife Wilga in an incestuous marriage as siblings. 
Peter and Wilga were, in fact, cousins. John and Cecily’s marriage, it was 
‘thought’, took place in Canberra, whereas it was on the public record 
as having taken place in London. The officer reached the profound 
conclusion that ‘the lady in question [Pam] is said to be a sister of Mrs 
Burton, wife of Dr. J.W. Burton, Secretary of the Department of External 
Affairs’, and it was noted that ‘Dr Burton is a friend of the [Beasley] 
family’.6 When, 30 years later, these records were made public, much 
of their content were redacted, purporting to be secret, but it is more 
likely that inaccuracies and untruths were too embarrassing to reveal. 
Cecily’s associates were noted to have also included Mona Ravenscroft, 
described as a communist and the wife of Henry Tubman, the private 
secretary of R. G. Casey, who was at the time the minister for External 
Affairs, as well as ‘Mr Ruddock, Mr Furth [sic], Mr Hood, and Finlay 
Crisp, of Canberra’.7 Not surprisingly, it acknowledged that, apart from 
Ravenscroft, ‘none of the above associates appears to be of particular 
interest to ASIO’. Fancy that! 

Judith Wright was ‘a person of interest’ to ASIO too, in 1954. Talking of 
her life with her husband Jack McKinney, she wrote in her memoir:

To be in favour of peace, as we were, seemed to be by the end of 
1949 to declare oneself a red. We were accordingly regarded not 
only as oddities but as enemies of the establishment.8

6  NAA: A6119, 128, Vol 2, 146–47.
7  NAA: A6119, 128, Vol 2, 147.
8  Clarke, Judith Wright, 254.



PERSONS OF INTEREST

208

Wright was living at Tamborine Mountain, then rural Queensland, 
looking after Jack, a war pensioner, and raising their daughter Meredith, 
then a small child. They had no telephone connection until late 1954. 
Her ability to spread a subversive word, had she wanted to, was limited.

Cecily had been in touch with Wright by letter and talked about her 
mental muddle and difficult relationship with John. In 1954, Wright 
made a visit to Canberra to give a lecture on ‘an obscure poet’ and to see 
Cecily. This visit interested ASIO. In 1996, in a letter to the Canberra 
Times, Wright told of the interest ASIO took in her seeing ‘an old friend’ 
in Canberra.9 Cecily, on seeing Wright’s letter, wrote a letter to the paper, 
identifying herself as the ‘old friend’ Wright had been visiting, and took 
the occasion to have a go at ASIO’s ineptitude. Cecily referred to the 
much-blacked-out 1952 ASIO file on her sister Pam, which she had by 
then accessed under the Freedom of Information Act 1982, and said:

The document gives details of our family, and is so inaccurate, 
under-researched, and at times even pointless, that it makes it 
impossible to have any respect for ASIO files of that time.

She detailed the absurd mistakes and went on:

Before such a report was compiled, surely, any self-respecting 
spy would, at the very least, have checked the births, deaths and 
marriages register. But no! And why list ‘associates’ of no interest 
to ASIO? What a slap-dash job!10

Wright wrote to Cecily the same day to thank her for her letter to the 
Canberra Times. She said, ‘I of course am still under surveillance …’. 
By this, her ‘sin’ was to be an active conservationist and in close league 
with Coombs, who was concerned about similar issues. Wright wrote:

Big business wants the Barrier Reef and all the rest of the goodies 
conservationists have temporarily rescued; it won’t take long 
before we lose them now. Reports indicate that the Reef will be the 
next to go, in the interests of oil and minerals. Come out fighting, 
I decided.11

Famous last words.

9  ‘Writers Always in ASIO Files’, Canberra Times, 25 October 1996.
10  ‘ASIO File Most Unimpressive’, Canberra Times, 29 October 1996.
11  Letter from Judith to Cecily, 29 October 1996, Cecily family file.
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Amid these politically charged and personally difficult times in 1954, 
John finished and published his first book. The Alternative proved as 
provocative as he intended. In presenting his outline of what Australia’s 
postwar policy towards Asia should be, he was highly critical of America’s 
Asian policies. He urged that Australia take a more neutralist stance in the 
region.12 He attributed a cause of the growth of communism in South-
East Asia to nationalist struggles against European colonialism and other 
forms of Western interference. He argued his long-held stance that it was 
in the interests of Australian security to understand, rather than to ignore 
or attempt to prevent, Asian desires for independence from colonial 
powers. Needless to say, his critical analysis of the assumptions guiding 
the Menzies Government’s approach to security in the region was not 
popular with ardent anti-communists.13 On a positive side, on 15 July 
1954, Nehru wrote and thanked John for sending him a copy of the book 
– the day he received it – and that he anticipated that he would find it 
‘instructive’. Nehru added, ‘It is evident that all of us have to make many 
adjustments in our thinking to fit in with the conditions of today. It is 
extraordinary how our minds lag behind events.’ Spry, however, obsessed 
with the evils of communism and now responsible for the nation’s 
security, had a different reaction to the book. He said, as the publisher 
noted on the dust cover, that ‘it contains facts and episodes which are not 
normally available to the historian or the reader of international affairs’, 
there could be some security risk if John had had access to ‘secret’ and ‘top 
secret’ official information.14 He recommended to Menzies that John be 
prosecuted for its publication. Menzies was not so concerned but John 
was devastated by the suggestion.

ASIO’s interest in John and his book’s potential influence caused it to 
step up its surveillance of him and our friends. John made jokes about the 
clicking noises he heard each time he picked up our wind-up wall phone 
and waited for the local exchange operators to connect a caller. They, 
or any third party, could listen in to calls and John had no doubt that 
such exchanges were a well-used resource of ASIO after its establishment. 
Archived ASIO file entries on John confirm that the phone was bugged 

12  Burton, The Alternative, 75.
13  Henry, ‘Reflections on Dr. John Wear Burton’, 69.
14  NAA: A6119, 130, Burton vol. 4, and A6119, 131, Dr John Wear Burton vol. 5. See also 
Gregory Pemberton, ‘The Imperial Imagination: Explaining the Post-1945 Foreign Policy of Robert 
Gordon Menzies’, in Menzies in War and Peace, ed. Frank Cain (St Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 
1997), 170; and Pemberton, ‘John Burton: The Heretic’, 103.



PERSONS OF INTEREST

210

(as it also was when we later moved house). In August 1954, agents noted 
‘intended’ visits to the farm by ‘Fran’, the wife of Max Campion, ‘an 
associate of suspected Communists’; Ron Heiser, a university lecturer in 
economics whom we knew, was or had been a communist sympathiser; 
and Don Baker. Listening in on Cecily’s telephone conversations about 
Don must have confused ASIO agents at times. Later file notes suggest 
that the ASIO eavesdroppers mistook our friend and farmhand with the 
magnificent singing voice, Don Kelly, for historian Don Baker. If Cecily 
had known that her conversations were being listened to, she might have 
obliged ASIO by including the family names of our various friends.

Earlier in April, ASIO had already shown concern over John’s continuing 
influence on Australia’s relations in the Asia-Pacific region. It noted as 
significant a warning made to the press by Liberal Senator John Gorton 
(later, prime minister) ‘to guard against propaganda’, in which Gorton 
alleged that Burton was ‘behind’ the issuing of a statement on Indo-China 
published by three ANU professors and Bishop E. H. Burgmann.15 As a 
consequence of an ASIO phone tap of a conversation between John and 
his young acquaintance Jim (later Justice) Staples, an agent approached 
Staples to try and discover if John planned soon to attend an ‘All India 
Peace Conference’ or something similar. Staples’s noted response was that 
‘Burton is broke and he would not go to India if he had to find money for 
the trip’.16 As events would have it, John would acquire some funds and 
travel not to India but to Indonesia the following year for such a peace 
conference.

One entry made in September 1954 on John’s ASIO file is intriguing. An 
agent, having eavesdropped into a conversation of Cecily’s, understood 
that John was about to fly to Sydney. ASIO had access to John’s flight 
information so it could place him under surveillance at the airport. 
However, the agent found that John had made no flight booking and 
concluded that John ‘may have made other arrangements’.17 This gave 
cause for Meredith and me to wonder if, perhaps, an affair that we know 
John later had with Fran Campion, when she was doing some typing for 
John, had commenced at this earlier time.

15  NAA: A6119, 130, Burton vol. 4, 135.
16  NAA: A6119, 130, Burton vol. 4, 50, 30 October 1954. 
17  NAA: A6119, 130, Burton vol. 4, 59.
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In late 1954, for a mix of reasons including financial hardship, John and 
Cecily decided to sell the farm and move to Canberra. It was a blow that 
John could not get his dairy approved from which he might have been 
able to draw a steady source of income. However, we girls were growing 
up, Meredith was in her teens and the move would give us easier access 
to our friends, schools, sport and other activities. The Weetangera farm 
went on the market in October 1954 and, according to an ASIO ‘source’, 
it was sold in December for about £30,000 including plant and stock. 
ASIO noted that it was described as ‘one of the best improved places 
in the A.C.T.’, and that John would make a substantial profit from it.18 
It recorded that John had paid £16,000 for the property five years earlier 
and, from the proceeds, he repaid an overdraft of £6,000. From this, we 
conclude that the Commonwealth Bank was the ‘source’, for who else 
would hold such detailed financial information? John found a house in 
the suburb of Forrest to buy. We first moved into a rented house in Forbes 
Street, Turner, for some five weeks pending settlement of the purchase. 
John had no job or income stream, just ideas on how he might earn 
a living, and for the time he would draw on proceeds from the sale of the 
farm to support the family.

18  NAA: A6119, 131, Burton vol. 5, 240.
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